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of Europe, either by peaceful acts or by the power of
the sword, a radical revision of the treaties of 1815.
Louis Bonaparte shared these aspirations. As the
price of his assistance in the affairs of Italy he wrung
Savoy and Nice from Piedmont and then addressed
his diplomacy to securing an extension of frontier
towards the Rhine. In this project, however, he met
with a grave reverse. War broke out in 1866 between
Austria and Prussia ; and the Emperor, believing, as
most people then did believe, that the struggle would
be long and costly, was confident that he would be in
a position to impose his mediation upon two exhausted
combatants and to arrange a settlement of Europe
of which France would be the principal beneficiary.
But these calculations were disconcerted by the speed
and completeness of the Prussian victory. In six
weeks the war was over and victor and vanquished
had come to terms. Prussia had gained all Germany
to the Main, France had gained nothing at all, not a
yard of Belgium, of Luxemburg, of the Palatinate, not
a single German hamlet or a single German cottage.
She had not been quick enough to intervene in the
war; she jhad not been invited to intervene in the
peace. The balance of power in Europe had been
changed adversely to her interests and she had not
stirred a finger to prevent it. She woke up as it were
from a fool's paradise to find that Prussia was the first
military power in Europe, and at this unwelcome
revelation a quick current of rage, apprehension, and
wounded vanity ran through the whole body politic.
There is something to be said for a frank autocracy,
for a despotism which is what it seems to be and does
not pretend to be any better than it really is. The
Second Empire was not frank. It was founded upon